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AN ORAL HISTORY OF MRS. BERTHA MORAIN

By
Kenneth Ray Harshberger

History of American Education
Dr. Allan Miller

July 26, 1983

Interviewee: 1We had a big pot belly stove, and of course we did not have to use it. We
had a pump. We had to get our water outside. You can imagine with all eight
grades at the school house what that would be like. We had 23 pupils,
lnterviewer: 2Did you teach all 237
1

Yes. We were taught how to arrange our classes. I can not remember if we
had them all every day or had just certain ones each day. The older pupils
could help the younger pupils in studying their spelling and arithmetic.
Of course we had recesses. The teacher was the playground instructor, too.
We all brought our lunches. We would make hot chocolate on our pot belly stove
when it got cold to go with our cold sack lunches. The parents would send things
for the whole class to eat sometimes. Some of the parents went hunting onceand brought ducks for all of us to eat. You should have smelt the schoolhouse
then! The parents and their children were all good to me.
We would start a fire at night. Of course, that was something new to me. I
had never started a fire before. And when it got cold, I remember we would
play games. Oh, how I liked to play games! Alot of the games we played I
learned from the children. And I used those games later on in my teaching.
I taught four years in a rural school. That is what you wanted to know about,
a rural school?
2
Yes.
1

What was the name of the school?

It was called Lincoln School.

2was this a certain numbered district?
1

Yes. Let's see, #630 I believe. Carrie Roberts was the woman we were reponsible to. She was the superintendent of the county schools, just like the town
school superintendent. She was the one who checked up on us. She would come
visit with us just as a town superintendent would with his teachers.
2Tell me about Carrie Roberts.
1

she was from Ashland, and the County Superintendent at that time.
have county superintendents now?
2

Do they

No.

1

carrie was assigned here. The children had to go to the County Courthouse in
Ashland to take their 7th and 8th grade exams.
Lester Taylor; he was later President of Sterling College; was on a float here
a year ago when they had Community Day. He said, "Do you remember I got the
highest grade in my county that year?"
2

He was one of your students?

1
Interviewee: Yes. All 4 of my youngsters ranked clear at the top. They were good students and would help the smaller students. The smaller students listened to
them recite history and geography. So it was a full day of learning experience.
It was the same way with math. We had blackboards, and used them frequently.
We had spelling bees most every Friday afternoon, We taught phonics then, too.
When I came to the town school, it was really stressed. We taught spelling by
the phonics method.
The youngsters were either brought to school by their parents or rode horses.
We had a barn for them to keep their horses. Where I stayed, we had a horse
hitched to a buggy; the boy in the family hitched and unhitched it.
This isn't about school, but it is real interesting. That horse, if he saw
anything out of the ordinary, such as a piece of paper, he would jump the ditch
and away he would go! We couldn't hold him at all, The boy, girl, and myself
would all hold onto the reigns and still couldn't hold him, Once, a man driving
a car drove us to school, when this happened, Then he brought the horse later on.
After this happened, we got a new bit to hold the horse better.
2
What was your pay?
1

r do not remember, but I know it was every bit as high as the city schools.
When I went back those 2 years, I got as much as the city teachers.
2where did you live?

1

I lived at the Long's house. It was about 1/2 mile from the school. Do you
remember the house by Beebe's that got taken away by a tornado? Well anyway,
that was where I lived. 1 boarded and roomed there. Mrs. Long would fix us
lunches. Their boy and girl went to school with me, so she fixed 3 lunches
every day.
2.fuat kinds of punishment or discipline did you have?
1
Looking back on it, I never had any discipline problems. Can you remember?
You were one of my students. One of my students told me that they gave teachers after me alot of misery. She said her other teachers never went out to
play with them. To me, that is half of it. I had to repond to the children
inside and outside. I never kept a child in from recess. I felt that was as
important as the classroom. They had their work, and they had to do it so they
could go outside. I did the same in town also. I never spanked a youngster.
Of course I had to correct them at times. When children are kept busy, I don't
think you have to worry so much about discipline,
2

In the rural school, how did you get your school supplies?
furnish them or did the kids have to buy them?

Did the county

1
The children bought them. Now our textbooks probably came from the county;
it seems to have slipped my mind. I remember having a yellow book so big, that
told us what course of study to take. I suppose the stores stocked these books.
Now, how the stores got them, I don't know.
2
The grocery store?

1
Yes, I guess. There was also a newspaper office here like there is now. The
pupils did get their own supplies and we told them what kind of tablets to get
and what kind of pencils. Oh, I know, they got them at the drugstore. We let
the drugstore know what we wanted.

Interviewer: 2Did you have textbooks for every grade level?
l

Yes. We had a different one for every grade.
textbook.

Every student had their own

2

How much schooling did you have to have before you could teach in your district school?

1rney had a "normal training" course in the high school, and I took that. I
had arithmetic, ,12-0 6 raphy and reading (something like colleges later taught).
We had a "normal training certificate." I don't know haw long it was good for.
I taught 2 years, then went to school for 2 years. Whether I had to go to
school or not, I am not sure. Then I came to teach 2 more years. I intended
to go back to school. Englewood had a teacher who wanted a leave of absence,
so they called me. I taught there. Somewhere along the line, I got a 60 hour
continuing schooling. I don't remember if l had to have this to teach in Englewood or not. I started with just a normal training certificate that we got from
our regular hours we finished with in high school. That is what I taught on.
2

How would you describe a normal day from the beginning. What did you do?

l

We always started with the flag salute and the Lord's Prayer. We would sing,
with no organ or piano. But back then, we had lots of confidence in ourselves.
We were not self-conscious. Then I would read to the children. I also read to
them when we would take up classes again at noon. I tried to read them something interesting, so they were anxious to come in. If we finished early, they
would ask me to read to them. We had a schedule, and followed it right down.
It was written on the blackboard; the time and the class, 1st, 2nd and so on.
We more than likely ran 1st and 2nd reading together and 3rd and 4th. When I
came to town to teach, we often taught two grades together. The classes were
short; they had to be if you divided that many classes up. The older students
could hear the younger students when they needed practice in spelling, reading,
etc. This helped the older students, as well as the younger students. Every
body had to learn their times tables.
2

How long was the school day and the school year?

1

We started at 9:00 a.m. and finished at 4:00 p.m. We were out at noon for
lunch. We had 15 minute recesses from 10:30 - 10:45, and 2:30 - 2:45. In the
rural school, you let them out right at four, because the parents are expecting
them home at a certain time. We watched the time real closely.
We had programs with just the children, like to read and other things. Then
sometimes we would invite the parents, like for the Christmas program. I can
remember one Christmas, if they got a certain grade, they g~ so many awarded
points. Then with these points, they would buy things at our "store". I would
buy little things which weren't as expensive as they are now.
2was school 7 or 8 months long?
1

It was 8 months.

We started in September and were out in April.

2were you expected to act a certain way in the community as a teacher?

1
Interviewee: I think it was in our contracts that we did not dance. I don't remember people
being critical. I don't remember feeling I had to act a certain way. If the
school board was around, I would just be myself.
2
Who actually governed you?
1

The County Superintendent.

2 rs he the one who hired and fired the teachers or did the school board do that?
1

r think the school board did. We had 3 members. We had a woman member, Mrs.
Taylor. And you wanted to stay on her good side. I felt easy around them, though.
I was never made to feel that I was closely watched. I was just myself.
2Who had to keep the building up, sweeping and the like?
1
The teacher. I had the pupils help.
filled the water bucket.

They brought in wood for the stove and

?

-Did you have a well?
l

Yes, we had a well, a windmill. I don't remember what we drank out of. We
didn't have a lot of cups. We may have had a common dipper. We did have cold
water from that well; we used a draw bucket.
2

What was the building like inside?

1

It was just fouc walls, with windows on the north and south. The door was in
the east. It was a straight, oblong building. The seats were just wooden,
fastened to the floor. They were not adjustable.
2Did they have a place to put their books?
1
The top came up.
2Did you have lights, or did you just use the light from the window?
1
we must have had lights, because our Christmas program was at night.
2
What did you use for lights?

1Maybe we had lamps, I don't know.

A few years ago I had some chemotherapy
treatments and lost some of my memory. We would have to have lamps on cloudy
days, I'm sure.
We had a Christmas program at night. We worked really hard, and invited all
the parents.
We had a tall, decorated Christmas tree. It had candles on it.
We were carefuL not to get them too close to the branches. We had a full house
that night. After the program, my father showed me what could have happened to
that tree if it had caught fire, by lighting a tree branch. I shivered at the
thought.
2

How did you evaluate the kids?

1
Interviewee: 0ral and written tests.

2what did the county tests mean to those who took them?
1

It meant they spent two days taking test on all subjects down in Ashland.
I had nothing to do with that. I just prepared them to take the test.
2Did they have to pass to get in high school?
happened then?

And if they did not pass, what

1
Yes, they had to pass to get into high school.
grade over again.

If not, they had to take that

2could they drop out and not go on?
1 I imagine.
.
.

But we didn't have any dropouts.

2
Did you usually have several different classes going on at the same time?
1

One class was going on all the time, while the other grades were working on
their homework. I just heard one class at a time.
2
Which might be only two or three students?
1

sometimes there would just be one student. The class was very personal. I
know I had only one first grader, and two seventh and eighth graders. I don't
remember how the rest were distributed. When the eighth graders finished here,
they went to Minneola to high school.
2
Did you have activities with other schools?
1

We had ballgames, baseball mostly. We also had picnics and spelling bees.
The parents always pitched in and helped.
My sister taught a school near us. The children liked the teacher to go home
with them. So I often went home with a student and stayed overnight. The
parents would then fix my lunch for the next day.
2were there any particular traditions your school had?

Something you did every

year?

1
we

were the biggest school.

2what do you mean by the "biggest?"
1

We had the highest enrollment.
we did.
?
~rs

I can't say there was anything in particular

there any particular reason the school was named Lincoln School?

1I don't know, and I'm not sure how to find out.

21s that school building still there?

1
Interviewee: No. The building has been moved and used for something else.
in 1924-25, 1928-29.

I taught there

0

'-Were most of the kids from a particular relisous background?

1
A good many of them were Presbyterian. There was a Presbyterian church out
on Highway 283. They didn't believe in music, instrumental music. They just
sang. That is why we were able to sing without a piano; most of them were used
to it.
2

were most of the songs reli!?ious?

1
Not necessarily.
2

Did you have songbooks?

1No.

We just sang songs I taught them. We also had lots of poems.
poems and collect them. They were good material for memory work.

I like

2

Did you have special graduation exercises for the eighth graders?

l No.

2Did you know what background most of the kids were from, German, Swedish, etc?
1
0ne family was German. They talked with a brogue. Otherwise, I really didn't
know where they were from. They all farmed, and had lived here for a long time,
2

Do you know why the school closed down?

1

sometime about then, they just closed all the rural schools.

Buses began to

runa

I took classes in Hays and found out that my teaching certificate was a lifeLime
one. One youngster asked me why I was still studying if I didn't have to. I
said I had been out of school for 30 years, and something should have changed
by now. I also had a 60 hour continuing certificate. I had to take a few hours
every so often to keep that certificate up to date.
2
~'here did you get your 60 hour certificate?
1

High school?

Fort Hays State. I got married, quit teaching, and raised my family. We ran
the drugstore downtown here. When Vern (husband) died, I decided to go back to
teaching because I liked it so well. I didn't have my degree yet, so I took
my sixth grade son out of school here, and we moved to Hays. I went to school
there, and it had been 30 years since I had been teaching. That's a long time.
I intended to take two years to finish my degrees, but it did not take a full
two years. I liked to study grammar, so I took this class as an extra. I decided to take a class I wanted to take; not just ones that were required.
The school board here said there was a third grade vacancy and asked if I could
take it that spring. So I went to my supervisor and he said I could. I brought
my son back, and I started teaching here. Then I finished my degree in the
summer.

Interviewer: 2Do you remember any particular rules at the rural school that the county made
you have?
1
We started at a certain time and dismissed at a certain time. Vacations were
regulated by the county. Salaries were determined by the board.
2

How did they raise money for the school?

1

1 can't tell you that.

2You mean parents had to pay so much, or what?
1
No, I don't believe so. It must have come from taxes somewhere. I know the
school board decided on wages, because I got a raise every year. I really enjoyed the country school.
2
Did the kids have to pay a book fee or anything to go to school?
1No.

2What about the dress? Were you required to dress a certain way, or did the
kids have to dress a certain way?
1They just wore the clothes they had. The girls and I wore dresses, we did not
wear slacks. I wore high heels, but took a pair of low heels to play in. It was
an exceptional school, the kids were all very clean. They were nice and mannerly.
I was real fortunate, it was an ideal set up.
2Do you remember any stories that might have been unique to your teaching,
other than the ones you have already mentioned?
1
The days were never slow.

The end of the day came very fast.

2Did the kids ever play tricks on you?
1
Not that I know of. I don't remember that they did. Two of the children were
from the home I stayed in. I don't remember that creating any problem.
This is off the record. Of course we had dates. I dated one boy named Sam
Mahiew. Every time he came to get me, he would bring me chocolates. The kids
I stayed with always wantGd to know if I was going out with "Uncle Sam."
I
would always let the children have my chocolates; so they wanted me to keep
going out with Sam. (But it wasn't always Sam!)
There were two brothers, Walter and Gerhart. Walter called Gerhart-Gerat. And
Gerhart called Walter- Water. Walter was just a first grader. To use the outhouse, a student just had to raise their hand. Well, sometimes, Walter wouldn't
make it in time. I use to think Walter was rightly named by his brother as
"Water," because we often had a puddle to clean up!
We did all the janitor work ourselves. The kids were always willing to help. I
didn't even have to tell them; they would just do what needed to be done.
I always took my papers home to grade. I had lots of them to grade. I spent
most of my evening grading papers.

Interviewer:2was the school used for any special events besides school?

1

No, I don't remember it being used for committee or board meetings.

2Did they have church there?
1No.
2

I think they must have had board meetings in their homes.

Did you have a library?

1
We surely did, but I can't remember it.
2

Can you remember any names of textbooks you used?

1

we

2

It must have been small.

didn't have a choice of textbooks; we used what was required.

Can you explain what you mean by the "normal training 11 you received in high

school?
1

They taught us how to teach arithmetic, spelling and the like. We had the
books that I used for teaching in the rural school. We were responsible for
presenting some of these lessons.

2
Did you have to student teach as they do today?
1
No. We did substitute at times. One teacher I substituted for asked me to
teach a year, so she could go back to school.
2
What do you think was the best thing in the rural school and your experience
as a teacher in a rural school?

1
The advantage of children getting to hear other kids recite. The classes were
interesting, and the younger ones watched and listened to the older ones do
their lessons. They learned countries and such. We didn't had sports and such
as you do now. But they probably know a lot o things that they don't have time
to teach now. We used big roll down maps for history and geography.
2
How would you start the 1st grade reading?
1
We were taught how to do that. The readers were simple, and we had flash cards.
They had letters and numbers on them. When the 1st graders used them, the 2nd
graders watched, and visa-versa. We had picture cards to relate letters to objects, like Rabbit for the 11 Rn.
The kids picked this up real fast.
2

What would the 7th and 8th grades be doing while you worked with the 1st and
2nd grades?

1
They had lots of studying to do. Those county exams were hard, and we had to
get all that work covered. We couldn't loaf around. They had assignments and
had to be ready to report on those. The 7th and 8th graders worked together
alot, because the 7th graders could catch on to some of what was to be on their
next year's test.

2

Could they do alot of the work on their own, then?

Interviewee: 1Yes. They would work on their own. I also sent work home with them. We
drilled on our work. While we would drill, the youngsters absorbed some of
this, too.
The rural school had advantages, but they weren't exposed to music and band
and libraries like now.
Teachers had county meetings that were required.
2

What was done at those meetings?

1They would talk to us.

We had books to choose from for our libraries. We
could give our opinions on things and how they should be done. We could ask
questions and air any problems.
We didn't have any foreign students. One school, I remember had lots of discipline problems; they ran teacher after teacher out. The teachers were just
too easy on the children. This was aired at county meetings. The county supervisor would be there visiting.
2

Did they ever move the teachers around in the county?

1

No.

2

We were hired for our own district and that is where we stayed.

So one person was over all the county schools?

1

Yes. But our school boards played an active part, too. If we wanted anything, we would go to our school board. They would bring it up at their meetings then. We asked them about programs, meetings with other schools, and
play-days.
2
Was your desk raised?

11t was just level with the students' desks.

I hardly ever sat down, though.

I really liked to teach in the country school.
2

Do you ever wish you could go back?

1r•m at an age that I couldn't; but those were happy days.
piest days of my life.

POSTSCRIPT:

They were the hapEveryday always held something new and different.

Mrs. Morain later called me to tell me that the schoolhouse she
taught in is being used as a home here in town for a young, newly
married couple.

